Scent marking on top of (overmarking), or in the vicinity of, a scent mark already present is commonly termed countermarking. Scent marks and countermarks provide a continuous record of competitive challenges between conspecifics, thus providing a reliable advertisement of an individual's ability to dominate or defend an area to other competitors and potential mates. To test the hypothesis that females should prefer males that countermark competing scent marks in their territory over those whose own marks are partially countermarked by a competing male, we manipulated scent marks in the territories of neighbouring male house mice (captive-bred Mus domesticus). As predicted, oestrous females were more strongly attracted to approach territory owners that countermarked the scent mark challenges of competitors than those that had been countermarked, and females themselves deposited more scent marks near the scents of these males. To investigate whether female mice use scent age, overlap or intrinsic qualitative or quantitative differences between scent marks and countermarks to make this discrimination, we redeposited male scent marks artificially as marks and partially overlapping countermarks, with or without a 24-h age difference between them. While the intrinsic quality or quantity of countermarks did not affect discrimination, an age difference between the original mark and subsequent countermark was important for consistent discrimination. The ultimate function of such competitive scent signalling thus may be to provide potential mates with a reliable indicator of the competitive ability of individuals advertising their high status. Since scent marks remain in the environment and are continuously available to challenge and investigation, they may provide a particularly effective and reliable means of dominance advertisement.
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The widely observed action of placing scent marks on top of, or in the immediate vicinity of, conspecific marks already present is a behaviour pattern commonly termed countermarking (Ewer 1968). Among mammals, countermarking has been observed in a wide range of species from house mice, Mus domesticus (Hurst 1990 (Hurst , 1993 , to lions, Panthera leo (Estes 1991), and occurs principally in competitive contexts. Ralls (1971) pointed out that scent marking is often associated with competitive aggression, which frequently leads to the establishment of dominance relationships between individuals living in close proximity. Animals of high social status, particularly dominant males, countermark to a greater extent than other members of their social group (Ralls 1971; Johnson 1973; Hurst 1990; Hurst & Rich 1999) . Territorial invasions and other agonistic encounters are usually followed by intense reapplication of scent marks by territory holders or dominant individuals (e.g. rabbits, Oryctolagus cuniculus: Lockley 1961; ringtailed lemurs, Lemur catta: Jolly 1966; house mice: Desjardins et al. 1973; mongooses, Helogale undulatarufula: Rasa 1973; beavers, Castor canadensis: Muller-Schwarze & Heckman 1980; sugar gliders, Petaurus breviceps: Stoddart & Bradley 1994) , while countermarking occurs most prolifically in areas where some form of competitive interaction frequently takes place between conspecifics. It is readily seen at territory boundaries and at specialized marking sites such as marking posts or middens, which are usually located in sites where they will be encountered by a number of individuals (Gorman 1990; Roper et al. 1993; Gosling & Wright 1994) .
Since scent marks and countermarks remain in the environment, they provide a continuous record of competitive challenges between conspecifics attempting to advertise their presence and dominance in the area. Scent
